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PREFACE 


This is a study report of the Joint Women’s Programme on 


the question of the Devadasis in north Karnataka. From its 


inception the JWP has been actively concerned with the issues 
related to the status of women — rape, dowry, discrimination in 
employment and wages, unjust laws affecting women, etc. Thus, 
on hearing about the existence of the Devadasi practice in north 
Karnataka, the JWP invited Mrs. Suniti Pungliya, President, 
Devadasi Mukti Vahini to address a public meeting in Bangalore 
on March 5, 1981. Accepting the suggestions made at this meet- 
ing and the other meetings that followed, the JWP agreed to 
conduct a preliminary study of the Devadasi issue and to act as a 
pressure group at ihe initial stages for the eradication of the 


practice. 


A Study Team from the Joint Women’s Programme visited the 
areas in north Karnataka where the Devadasi System was reported 
to be in practice. The team concentrated its field study in 
Belgaum District and covered Ramdurg taluk, Athani, Nipani and 
the famous Saundatti. This preliminary study confirms the existence 
of the Devadasi practice in the areas visited by the team and also 
expresses concern on the system being used to lure poor scheduled 
caste women to prostitution in the major cities. 


Traditionally a practice of dedicating girls to 4a goddes or god 
to serve in the temples the Devadasi system today is only prosti- 
tution with religious sanction. The fact that it exists as a distinct 
phenomenon with its rites, its particular forms of recruitment and 
initiation as well as its myths of justification, points to the 
admixture of social, religious, cultural and economic exploitation 
of women of the weakest section of our society. Action against 
it must, therefore, be comprehensive affecting all these dimensions 
of this complex problem. The JWP urges the Government to 
take immediate economic, educational and social measures for the 
eradication of the system and the rehabilitation of the practising 
Devadasis. While there is a law against the practice, its effective 
implementation will depend on the work of organising the women 
in these areas. Social organisations and women’s organisations 
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in particular must undertake this task. The drought and _ poverty 
Stricken areas of north Karnataka need special attention. The 
people in general are suffering but it is the women who are the 
worst sufferers. 


We hope that this Preliminary study will lead to further 
action. With concerted efforts of all concerned and an_ under- 
Standing approach it is possible for the women involved in this 
degrading system to liberate themselves. 


We are grateful to all. our friends and contacts who have 
helped to make this report a possibility. 


JYOTSNA CHATTERJI 
Associate Director 


INTRODUCTION 


SR | 
‘4 
The study at hand is a probe into the system of prostitution 
which has been given religious sanction by dedicating girls to a 
deity or deities. This practice is prevalent in the geographical 
region comprising the adjoining districts of Karnataka and Mahara- 
shtra that form some kind of a belt-including Belgaum, Dharwar. 
Bijapur and Gulbarga districts of Karnataka and Ratnagiri, Satara, 
Kolhapur, Sholapur, and Osmanabad districts of Maharashtra. 


For the sake of a comprehensive and compact study as also in 
view of other constraints, this study will mainly concentrate on 
Belgaum District, though references to and some cases from 
Bijapur District have been included. 


Specifically, the geographical areas covered by the study in 
Belgaum District are Gonnagara in Ramdurg Taluk, Athani, 
Saundatti and Nipani. 


‘'Devadasi’’ is a generic term in this report used to denote all 


offerings and dedications of girls to the Goddess or God. ‘‘Deva‘’ 
means God and ‘‘Dasi”’ stands for a female maid or slave. 


The ‘‘Devadasi‘’’ system is mainly practised among the Untou: 
chable Castes. 

The Untouchable Castes are divided into four sub castes- 1. 
Samgars 2. Dhors 3. Madars 4. Holeyars - on the basis of their 
duties in the village. 

The Holeyars and Madars were, by tradition, scavengers and 
performed as part of their duty disposal of dead live - stock-cows 
and bulls. The Samgars tanned the skins of the dead animals and 
Dhors were cobblers by profession. 


The justifications provided for the practice are: 


a. That the girls are dedicated before they are born, if the 
parents were childless. 
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b. When the family does not have a son, the woman is dedic- 
ated and cannot marry as she becomes a ‘son’ for the family. 


c. Incase the girlis retained by way of ‘b‘ as a ‘son’ in the 
family, the property of a‘sonless’ family does not go to 
other members of the family on the father’s side, but goes 
‘to the woman. 


d. Another excuse is that the girl has developed ‘Jat’ (matted 
hair) which signifies, according to tradition, the call of the 
Goddess Yellamma to the girl to her service. 


Even though the Devadasis were dedicated in all the four sub—- 
castes of the Untouchable Caste, during the last century or so, the 
practice has declined and completely disappeared among the Samg- 
ars and Dhors, while on the other hand, the practice has continued 
and in some cases flourished among the Holeyars and Madars. 


It has to be noted that the Nayaks or Bedas --in Bellary, 
Raichur, Gulbarga and Chitradurga Districts dedicated their girls to 
Lord Hanuman and these women were called Basavis. 


Any study such as the one at hand can be conducted either at 
the source, i.e., at the place where the Devadasis are born, in rural 
and semi-urban areas or at the cities to which they are deflected 
and organised into small and viable groups in urban agglomerations 
- —- centres of trade and commerce. 


Essential to the study of such a deep-rooted and wide- spread 
social problem is the cultural milieu of the area. Since this study 
is mainly concerned with the question whether the Devadasi system 
is prevalent or not, it obviously cannot make a deep inquiry into the 
Cultural-religious dimensions of the question nor can it be an 
incisive analysis of the socio-economic factors that have given 
rise to this phenomenon. 


2. Background—Historical and otherwise 
to the problem 


*) 


The Devadasi phenomenon is not of recent origin but an ancient 
system that underwent gradual transformation with the change in — 


times. 


At its inception, in principle at least, the system was perhaps in 
keeping with the social- religious ethos of the particular period of 
time, but as history wended its strange, tortuous way, the system 
transformed into various motifs and its face today is one of mere 
prostitution that is practised under the Devadasi garb which gives 
the profession its legendary-ritualistic justification: 


a. Acertain immunity from social ostracism as well as psycho 
logical gratification of serving a deity. 


b. Providing the parents/ guardians of the girl a certain legen- 
dary-ritualistic excuse to turn the girl into a prostitute and 
make a living through her. 


The existence of the Devadasi system can be traced to a period 
in history earlier than the Aryan influx into India. In the Dravidian 
domain, south of the Vinchyas. the matriarchal system of society 
existed and what remains of the system is a relic of that matriarchal 
society. Toelaborate and to quote a similarity-in the matriarchal 
societies where woman had an exalted position and was not one 
man‘s property, the genealogy of achild was traced only to the 
mother, for obvious reasons. Similar is the Devadasi System of 
today in which we see the children of Devadasis, who are illegi- 
timate children, entering ‘Basavi‘ in the slot meant for ‘father’ in 
the school application forms. ‘ 


In Karnataka, the term ‘Devadasi’ is not popular. The popular 
variations of usage are ‘Basavi‘, ‘Kasbi’, ‘Soole; etc. The term 
Basavi alludes to the footloose position of the woman. ‘Basava’ 
means a bull which roams the village at will. ‘Kasbi’ means a 
woman with a profession and ‘Soole’ means, plainly, a prostitute. 
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Though the system is prevalent only in the Karnataka-Mahara- 
shtra- border belt, the usage of various local terms denoting Devadas- 
is all over-points to the fact that the system existed all over the 
south in the historical past. For instance, the terms used to descri- 
be prostitutes——'‘Bhavanis’ in Goa, ‘Kudikar’ on the West Coast, 
‘Bhogam Vandlu’ in Andhra Pradesh, ‘Thevadiyar’ in Tamil Nadu and 
‘Murali’ and ‘Aradhini‘ in Maharashtra. 


According to ‘a professor of Karnataka University, in South 
Indian Castes and Tribes, once the girl is dedicated she is considered 
as a son of the family. Among the hunter communities, like the 
Nayaks and Palyagars mainly concentrated around Hospet and 
Bellary, the Basavi System became popular, encouraged also by the 
military establishments based at Hospet which caused a steep rise 
in the male population of the area. 


There is a vast difference between the Basavis and the Devad- 
asis. Devadasis: are literally maids of God while the Basavis can 
be classified into many categories, which indicate their area of 
operation and their status. | 


Among Basavis, according to another Professor of the Karnataka 
University, we-have the 1. Gudi Basavi 2. Mane Basavi 3. Balagada 
Basavi 4. Jati Basavi 5. Beedi Basavi. ° 


Gudi Basavis are the girls dedicated to the temples, to maintain 
the temple (Gudi means temple). These Basavis were dedicated 
with specific functions i in view - ‘Deepada Basavi‘ would look after 
the lamps; ‘Kambada Basavi’ looked after the holy pillar; ‘Gante 
Basavi’ would be in charge of the bells, etc. ( 


Initially, these women attended to only these religious functions 
allotted to them, but later on the term Basavi Came to meana 
woman who had sexual freedom. 


The reasons for such a development. can be traced to the 
following: 


a. These women were highly attractive and well versed in the 
arts of dancing and singing since only the good -looking- 
girls inthe family were dedicated, 


b. Probably because of the uncertain nature of patronage to 
the temple by the local royalty and the probable drying up 
of resources which looked after the women’s needs. Con- 
Stant wars threatened a stable patronage, 


The ‘Gopura'’ of the 


Yellamma temple in Saundatti 
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c. Sexual exploitation of the women by priests and men of 
position in the villages or towns wherethe temples were 
located. 


The Basavi system began to spread to different castes and actu- 
: ally began to exist separately, as the economic possibilities with 
religious sanction (while not involving religious functions) became 
apparent. | 


This led to the genesis of the other forms of Basavis - Mane 
Basavi (woman of the house) catering to the needs of the sons of 
one family; Balagada Basavi who entertained members of a particular 
branch of the family or a circle of relatives; Jati Basavi looking after 
the sexual needs of the members of a particular caste; Beedi Basavi, 
who was.a commercial prostitute. Beedi means a street. 


There is widespread misconception that Jogti and Devadasi are 
one and the same. The term Jogti has its etymological origin in 
‘Yogti’ or ‘Yogini’ which means a woman who has relinquished 
the world for God. / 


In the initial stages, Jogti or Yogini (specially called as such 
in Kolhapur) were the same as Devadasi i. e., a maid of God, but 
later the two terms became distinctly different with Jogtis coming 
to mean those who only worshipped but did not cater sexually to 
men and the Devadasi being associated with the sexual function 
of these women. The division is apparent even today, with the 
term jogti being applied to retired or aged Devadasis and those who 
carry the ‘Jaga’ (an idol or image of the goddess, usually of 
Yellamma) and these include housewives who have taken a vow to 
carry the Jaga and go to Yellammana Gudda_ near. Saundatti in Belg- 
aum District to seek the deity‘s blessings. 


The role of the jogti is to preside over religious functions and 
to be the oracle (a mediator between the goddess and the devotees) 
who goes into trances and announces the goddess‘ commands to 
the worshippers. 


In recent years, the termis loosely applied to all retired Devad- 
asis who carry the ‘Jaga’ begging for alms to make a living. 


These women, incidentally, act as recruiters-initiators of girls 
to the Devadasi System, as five of them have necessarily to be 
present at dedication ceremonies. COMMUNITY HEALTH CELL 
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According to a professor of the Kannada Department, Karnataka 
University, Dharwar, prostitution came into being when the family 
system originated. There used to be three kinds of prostitutes - 1. 
vyakti soole, who were the concubines of one man, usually a king 
ora chieftain, 2. samaja soole, who were commercial prostitutes and 
3. Devadasis. 


Among Devadasis, says the professor, there were two cate- 
gories ‘Ranga Bhoga’ - those women who sang and danced in praise 
of the God or goddess and enacted amorous and obscene episodes 
from the epics. The ‘Anga Bhoga‘ Devadasis used to clean the deity 
and prepare the deity for worship. They were not supposed to go 
out of the temple. 


When the Aryans invaded the South, they brought with them 
Sanskritised culture and the Brahmanic ethos, with the result that 
the Basavi- a Dravidian custom of dedication to a deity such as 
Yellamma (originally a Dravidian goddess) was superimposed by an 
Aryan custom - Devadasis. The Devadasi System was initially (in 
Aryan areas) prevalent in Somnath and other temples of the North. 


Thus, the last nail in the coffin of the matriarchal system was hit. 


During the 10th century, the Jain temples hed adopted the 
Devadasi system to attract devotees and to propagate their religion. 


Even as recently as the 1930s, the system was practiced in 
Tirupati, Nanjangud and a few other temples. 


Originally the dedicated women were appointed in the temples 
to clean the sanctum sanctorum (garbha gudi), ring the bells and 
to dance and sing in the praise of the deity. These women were 
paid by the temple authorities from temple revenues. 


Most of them were also trained to weave baskets, make 
statues etc. ; 
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2 A. Legend and Dedication: 


The Devadasi System is derived from the concept of the wor. 
ship of Mother Earth or the Goddess of Fertility. 


During the era of the Vijayanagara empire, the system under- 
- went a major change - from the service of God to the service of 
God’s representative on earth- the king or emperor. 


Later, princes and kings of different dimensions used them as 
personal servants and mistresses. Following the practice of the 
princes and the kings, the big landlords, chieftains, officials or 
moneyed persons began to take advantage of the system and treated 
the Devadasis as objects of pleasure. 


Goddess Yellamma (also known as Renuka, Mookamba, Jaga- 
damba) as also Durgavva and Marikamba etc., known by various 
~ names are the deities to whom these Devadasis were dedicated. 


The legend of Yellamma-Renuka, adopted with many variations 
from the Aryans relates the story of Sage Jamadagni and his pious 
wife Renuka. 


Renuka, it is said, used to fetch water for her husband's, 
rituals in a pitcher made of sand, using a snake as a head-rest to 
carry the pitcher. One day, while she had gone to collect water, 
she noticed Gandharvas frolicking in the water. Even as the thought 
that she could have married a handsome Gandharva and lived in 
luxury if she had wanted crossed her mind, the sand pitcher crum- 
bles in her hand. She lost her divine power she had gained 
through her chastity and purity. o 


Divining what had transpired in her mind, her sage husband, 
enraged, orders her sons to behead her. The two elder sons refuse, 
but the youngest, 12 year old Parashurama, agrees to do his bidding. 


Pleased, his father offers Parashurama three boons. The boy 
implores his father to restore his mother to life. 


The sage then asks him to get the head of a ‘Matangi’ (a low 
caste woman) and fix it to the trunk of his Mother, whereupon she 
comes back to life. 


Thus Renuka brought back to life is worshipped as a goddess 
more so by the members of the Matangi clan and their girls are 
offered to her to be wedded for use by her son Parashurama., 
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2 B. A Socio-Anthropological Analysis of the Yellamma 
Legend: 


The Mother Goddess is a Dravidian phenomenon. Thus, 
Yellamma-Renuka could have been the Grama Devata (village deity) 
or the Goddess of Ferility. How this ordinary village goddess 
acquired such immense legendary stature is a study worth the while. 


It has to be noted that there is some confusion regarding the 
legend. The welter of variations of the legend do not exactly shed 
light on the question whether Yellamma was Renuka or whether 
she was the Matangi girl who came to the rescue of Renuka. 


It could also be, according to one variation, that it was the 
head of the Matangi that was transplanted onto Renuka‘s body that 
the deity is called Yellamma-Renuka or Renuka-Yellamma as Renuka 
and Yellamma. 


But confusion again wells up. If Yellamma-Renuka is Matangi 
and Renuka put together, then why is there a Matangi temple on 
the road to the main temple (in Yellamma hill, Saundatti), where 
the Jogtis and would-be Devadasis offer puja first? 


Though the answer can be given by social- anthropologists and 
historians, one explanation comes readily to mind. Any land 
successfully conquered always does absorb, if not totally adopt, 
the ways of the conqueror. The ‘inferior’ culture tries to emulate 
the ‘superior’ culture. Thus the conquered Dravidians must have 
Sanskritised the diety or rather the Aryans must themselves have 
renamed the deity. Also. the legend, which originally must have 
been a different version, was given Sanskritic-Brahmanic conno- 
tations to make it relevant to the change in the cultural situation. 


2 C. Dedication — Ceremonies: 


The dedication of the girl is similar to that of a marriage. The 
ceremony varies marginally from place to place and according to 


the deities involved: The girl to. be dedicated, in most cases, 
would not have attained puberty. 


On the appointed day, the other ‘Devadasis’ in the Harijan 
colony gather jn the girl’s house. The girl anoints herself with 
oil and bathes with water drawn from the ‘Jogula Bavi’ (Jogti'‘s 
well) if it is in the dedication centre (to which she is suppose 
to walk almost naked, covered scantily by neem leaves, according 


to tradition). She then serves food to all the other women - in 
their begging bowls. 


eineighine.. Bie 


The ‘Sanctum Santorum’ (Garba Gud) 
of the main Yellamma temple at Saundatti. 
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Decked up in new clothes, she is taken in a procession to the 
temple. After the priest conducts the worship of the goddess (on 
payment of certain fees), he gives the arati to her and blesses the 
‘tali’ or mangal sutra which he may or may not tie round her neck. 
Then the assemblage returns to the girl's house and five glass beads 
forming part of the ‘tali‘- resembling pearls are tied. round the 
girl‘s neck. All the other women then throw ‘akshata’' (rice) at 
her, like in any other Hindu marriage. The bridegroom's place in 
all the ceremonies is taken by a sword. 3 : 


Different procedures are followed dependinig on the deity to 
whom the girl is dedicated. 


In Karnataka, Marikamba is the principal deity in Sirsi and ‘in 
Belgaum, Dharwar and Bijapur districts, Yellamma (Yellara Amma — 
Mother of all) is the main deity in the main temple at ‘Saundattl. 


Four full moon days in a year are the most auspicious days for 
Devadasis to visit Yellamma hill- Yellammana Gudda_ near Saund- 
atti. These are: ‘Rande Hunnime’ (full moon day of the prostitute), 
‘Bharata Hunnime’ (sic), ‘Holi Hunnime’ and ‘Mutthaide Hunnime’ 
or ‘Garathi Hunnime’ (full moon day of the housewife). On these 
days, dedications are supposed to take place. The influx. of 
Devadasis to the temple is more on these days than any other in 
the year, though they visit the place as often as possible, or as in 
some cases those who havé taken vows come every full moon day. 


Once she is dedicated, the girl is barred from marrying. 


2D. Dedication of Girls to Non-Yellamma Deities : 


Girls are also dedicated to deities other than Yellamma, as we 
have already observed. These gods are Hanuman, Ganesha, Jama- 
dagni and Parashurama. Most dedications to deities other than 


Yellamma involve Hanuman. 


The main centres of dedication to Hanuman are. Tulsigeri and 
Tikota. The Tharoor temple of Jamadagni is also a place where 
dedications are done. 


““Kaka’’ Karkhanis remarks in his book - ‘‘DEVADASI- A Burn- 
ing problem of Karnatak’’ 


(falas The irony is complete when the girls meant for prosiitu- 
tion are dedicated to god Hanuman who is famous in Puranas for 
his celibacy’‘. C 
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‘'...... The girls dedicated may not be major. On the day of 
dedication, the other prostitutes in the Harijan colony are invited 
to the girl's house. The girl anoints herself with oil and bathes. 
She then serves food in the begging bowls of all the prostitutes. 
She is then taken to the temple. In the temple some fixed fees 
are paid to the temple priest. He then worships the deity in the 
presence of all and gives the Arati. In the Hanuman temple, the 
worshipper presses a hot ‘mudra’ (brand) on the left arm of the 
girl as a sign that the girl has been dedicated. In some cases the 
girl is branded on her breast. The crowd then returns to the girl’s 
house and five glass beads resembling pearls are tied around the 
girl’s neck as a sign of her dedication. In the evening the parents 
of the girl feed the whole community and thus the ceremony is just 
like the marriage ceremony, the bridegroom’s place being taken by 
the sword’’.. Once she is dedicated the girl is barred from marry- 
ing. (Devadasi A Burning Problem of Karnatak by G.G. Karkhanis 
Page 5). ? 


... ‘With'the expense of going to Saundatti going up and the 
security being stringent there, dedications seem to have entered 
the precincts of Hanuman temples recently. Tikota seems to have 
become such a centre in the recent past. 7 


2 E. Patronage: 


The patrons of the Devadasis are generally from the higher 
castes because those from the Devadasis’ own Castes are too poor 
to afford them, or as in the case of ‘Basavis‘ of Bellary the woman's 
caste members are barred from cohabiting with her. Such a bar 


can be noted among Gollars and Nayaks, two communities who also 
dedicate Devadasis. | 


The dedicated girl, once she is of age, that is, as soon as she 
attains puberty, is in the market for a patronif there is no patron 
already who has laid claims on the girl by paying for her dedication 
ceremony, which used to cost Rs. 100 earlier. The cost for claim- 


ing the girl by Paying for the ceremony cost these days anything 
between Rs. 500 and Rs. 800. ? | 


After the dedication, the patron has the privilege of spending 
the first night with the girl and this ceremony which is celebrated 
virtually like a marriage is called ‘Hennu Maduvudu‘ or “Hannu 
Maduvudu' (in some areas ’Gejje Pooje') — nuptials or deflowering. 


Sage Jamadagni temple in Saundatti 
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Later the patron may maintain a permanent liaison with the 
girl for a large, fixed sum of money or he can maintain the relation- 
ship for a fixed period of time on payment or he can simply dis- 
continue the liaison on deflowering. | 


Having a permanent liaison with the patron does not bar the 
girl from entertaining other men, unless the patron specifies other- 
wise. In case the girl entertains other men, the patron has certain 
special privileges — other men have to leave the girl's house when 
her patron comes. . 


Usually, landlords, merchants and other men of status used to 
be asked by the girl’s parents or guardians to spend the first night 
with the girl because: ? 


a. they could pay handsomely, 


b. Because the offspring from such a liaison would not have 
the low caste stigma. 


The patrons from higher castes considered ita privilege to 
receive the inivitation from the girl's parents or guardians to spend 
the first night with the girl. Many a time patrons vied with each 
other in proposing to the parents/guardians of the girl that they be 
invited to deflower the girl. In many cases a patron ‘kept’ many 
girls and the number of girls used to be a yardstick of the status of 
that man. 


This system of patronage has now given way to the system 
that goes with the present change in the Devadasi System — towards 
commercial prostitution. Nowadays, after the dedication the girl 
is usually sent to urban centres like Bombay - to become a member 
of the prostitute population of big cities. 


2 F. Justifications for Dedications : 


It has been already explained that the communities which dedi- 
cate their girls give various reasons like not having a son, vow to 
the goddess etc., for the ritual. But a deeper study makes it clear 
that whatever may have been the ritualistic reasons, the dedication 
is nothing but an excuse to turn the girl out into prostitution. 


- 


G. G. ‘Kakasaheb’ Karkhanis, a Gandhian social worker, who 
has dedicated his life to bringing about consciousness and educa- 
tion among the Scheduled Castes, says in his booklet ‘D EVADASI - 
A Burning Problem of Karnataka’ ; 
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“Like the rest of the Indian communities, the Harijans are also 
very conservative. They do not think it in any way extraordinary 
to follow the old custom and dedicate a girl of their family to pro- 
stitution. When there are so many girls born in the family should 
there not be at least one dedicated to the goddess? This is the 
argument advanced coolly by the parents of the girls, as if dedica- 
ting the girl to prostitution is in no way different from sending a 
son of the family to a village school. | 


“*......S$uperstition also plays its part in keeping up this custom. 
When a‘couple has no children for a long time after the consum- 
mation of marriage or when a family has been suffering long from 
diseases or other difficulties they take a vow that the next born girl 
would be dedicated to a god or goddess. Thus, a girl‘s fate is 
sealed before she is born; the female child is dedicated to the god 
before she is seven or eight. 


“The. third and the most important reason for this custom is 
the desire for material gain in various ways: 


a. Ifa Harijan couple has only one daughter andno male issue, 
they get afraid that if the girl is married away, the family 
lands and rights will be inherited by the paternal relatives 
of the family. The usual way to avoid this eventuality is 
to adopt a son to the family. The other way is to dedicate 
the only daughter to a god. Then this girl need not be 
married away. She is entitled to inherit her father’s rights 
and properties as if she were the legitimate son and heir 
of her father. In many a case the above circumstances 

_ Influence the parents to dedicate the girl to prostitution. 


b. There are many higher class families both in the village and 
‘towns, who have Yellamma or Marikamba as their family 
deity. On a particular day in the year, i.e., the full moon 
day in Magha, the lady of the family worships the deity 
In a particular way. On such occasions, it is the custom 
to invite. ...Harijan prostitutes with their begging bowls 


= Retired Jogitis and a Jogata (Jogappa) 
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(made of bamboo) and chauries to assist in the worship and 
take away the offerings. As this was considered an auspici- 
ous occasion, the married Harijan. with their husbands living, 
used to be invited for such purposes. As the custom prev- 
ails in many village familiés the prostitutes (that are called 
Jogatis) get presents in the form of Khatnas (bodice) 
sarees and cash. Their parents and relatives are afraid of 
losing these presents if there is no Jogati or prostitute in 
the family. Though a minor one, the motive also:plays a 
great part in the dedication of girls to prostitution. . : 


More than anything else, the motive of earning money by 
the prostitution of oneself or arelative is the chief: cause 
of this dedication in recent years. The parents always take 
good care to choose a daughter with a fair skin and regular 
features for this dedication so that she may attract more 
customers inher youth,’ (Devadasi A Burning Problem fs 
Karnatak by G.G. Karkhanis Pg. ‘3, ) 


MODUS OPERANDI OF RECRUITING 
GIRLS TO THE PROFESSION 


Entrants into the Devadasi System are recruited at a tender 
-age of generally eight or ten. when the Jogtis or Devadasis 
perform the ceremony. Various techniques are employed in finding 
new members for the profession. Some are as follows: 


a. A retired Devadasi, who has become a Jogti, may on 
festive or religious occasions, ‘‘go into a trance ’’. and direct a 
particular family or families to dedicate, one of their daughters to 
the God or Goddess, as the case may be. She may even specify the 
girl who is to be dedicated. Sometimes, it may so happen that 
a person or persons from. higher castes who have particular fancy — 
for a particular girl may pay a Jogti to specify that particular 
girl to be dedicated, during her ‘‘trance”’. oe 


b. Parents, relatives or a Jogti wanting to dedicate a 
girl may find a ‘Jat’ or matted hair in the girl’s hair as an excuse 
to dedicate her. Any girl who has matted hair which may occur 
if the girl or her parents have not looked after the hair properly, 
is said to be called by Yellamma to her service. Cases are plenty 
where a girl marked for dedication may develop ‘Jat’ because of 
the application of turmeric water in the hair. 


c. In villages where the social ostracism against Devadasi 
System is strong, the parents or the near relatives of the girl 
ensure that she becomes pregnant. They then challenge the 
village elders to get the girl married or let the relatives have their 
way, 1.¢@., allowing a girl to become a Devadasi. 


d. With the Bombay market looming large on the Devadasi 
horizon, the initiation or dedication ceremony has become akin to 
Securing passports and visas to go to Gulf. ‘The ritual is performed 
in a perfunctory and stealthy way and the girl is rushed to Bombay 
or Other urban agglomerations. The Devadasis working in Bombay 
brothels come to their villages and lure women away promising 


Outside view of the Yellamma Temple 


of Saundatt/ 
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riches. They come decked in jewellery and fine clothes, sometimes 
borrowed, to recruit the girls : 


1. 


4. 


for a fee provided by the agent or the madame of the brothel 
the girl is destined to go; 


to make a new brothel of her (recruiter's) own so that she 
(the recruiter ) can live in comfort after she has retired from 
the profession ; 


the parents of a girl, who are bedazzled by the- prospects of 
easy money marry the girl off to one of her maternal uncles, and 
then a divorce is arranged for immediately after: the marriage. 
Following the divorce the girl is sent to Bombay, The husband 
of the girl, who need not be necessarily her uncle, is paid 
Rs. 3,000 to Rs. 4,000 for the divorce. - 


Another method is to marry the girl off to a physically handi- 
Capped person or a man with no sexual power so that:a divorce 
is easy to obtain. In many cases married women who are 
attracted to prostitution as an alluring profession seek divorce 
and pay their husbands large sums of money for the divorce 
or conduct their marriage to other girls in return for release. 
Such cases are on the increase. An Athani school. teacher, 
who has been witness to such cases, says that anything 
between Rs. 5,000 and Rs. 10,000 is paid by the sagent for 
an attractive woman to: secure her release from her husband 
or to conduct his remarriage. 


NEXUS BETWEEN UNTOUCHABILITY 
AND PROSTITUTION 


While poverty is one of the main reasons for the dedication 
of the girls among the Untouchable Castes, particularly Madars 
and Holeyars the question arises as to why the practice is limited 
to these two castes among all the Hindu castes which worship 
Yellamma. While a straight answer to the question is not possible. 
one could perhaps seek enlightenment in an observation made in 
a study conducted by the Harijan Sevak Sangh, New Delhi, into 
the causes of prostitution among Harijans: 


‘It may be remarked that the origin of untouchability may be 
on account of high freedom in sexual matters among the 
lower caste women who are despised by the high caste 
women. For, their men are too poor and weak to satisfy 
their needs. According to one version, vanquished Rajputs 
or other groups with fighting traditions might have encouraged 
their women to go in for extramarital relationships for the 
sake of survival, i.e., for ensuring that their branch of 
family did not end with their death. 


(see note below) 


Note: In certain families, in the hilly Tehri-Garwhal region of 
Himachal Pradesh, it has been noticed that women are 
the superior sex. In these families women are obeyed 
by their men in all matters. A historical explanation 
for this phenomenon is that these women are descendents 
of the Rajput clans who sent their women folk along 
with their servants to the hills to escape the Moghuls 
whom they were fighting. And when the Rajputs were 
defeated, and the clans were massacared in battle, 
their women are said to have married the servants 
and settled down in the hills. And as the servants 
were from the lower castes, the Rajput women 
looked down upon their husbands. This seems to be logical 
and cogent explanation for the phenomenon of woman 
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being the superior sex in these families. | The dedication 
of girls to be Devadasis among. such groups could have 
been a possibility in the past. If this is so, Devadasis 
probably provide a link between the down-trodden 
suppressed and defeated martial clans of amelie as vie 


the ruling Rajputs or landed gentry. This is possibly the 
reason why in recent times some lower castes have been 


trying to revert the course of history and acquire upward 
social mobility within the Hindu fold. The movement of 
Dalit Panthers among the Mahars of Bombay has been 
such an effort to establish equal status with other Hindus 
because they claim that they are Rajputs who have been 
reduced to the status of untouchables after a Historical 
defeat in the past. (J///ustrated Weekly of /[ndia) 


“Apart from the above theoretical instance, there can be 
another way of looking at the phenomenon of Devadasi., 
A Devadasi attains immunity from the State of inauspiciou- 
sness of widowhood. She is called ak handasowbhagyavath! 
i.e., awoman whose marriage is intact for ever. Therefore, 
her presence is liked by the caste Hindus on marriage and 
festivals. A daughter of a Harijan thus becomes acceptable 
to other castes in various ways, including her acceptance as 
a keep or sexual partner who may beget children without 
any stigma attached on either side. This seems to be a kind 
of high caste Hindu rationality which satisfies their sexual 
needs. The other kind of rationality probably rests with 
the Harijans, coming as it does from their miserable econo- 
mic condition. They need economic help and their women 
need healthy and physically strong men to meet their needs. 
It has no doubt a superstitious side in which dedication is 
supposed to lead to propitiation of a family deity’’. (“A 
study into exploitation of Harijan women ‘’ conducted by 
the Harijan Sevak Sangha, New Delhi). 


Itis possible that the system was deliberately foisted on 
the untouchable castes by the upper castes who coveted 
the generally good-looking and desirable women of that 
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caste for their pleasure. It is also possible that the system 
was designed to kill whatever vestiges of self-respect the 
untouchable castes have in order to subjugate them and 
keep them underprivileged. This argument is buttressed 
by the fact that the upper castes have patronised the 
Yellamma temple well, though the deity is basically the 
goddess of lower castes, particularly untouchables. 


5. PATTERNS IN PRACTICE AND 
EMERGING TRENDS 


The study found that dedication of girls goes on, despite offi- 
cial claims to the contrary. As in the case of any banned activity, 
the dedications-in the light of the campaign by social workers; the 
_ tise of consciousness among the Scheduled Castes youth and the 
resulting stricter application of the Devadasi System Abolition Act 
(1934) - seem to have gone underground. The ceremonies which 
used to take place openly a decade ago have now become secretive 
affairs. 


5 A. DEDICATION CENTRES: 


Contrary to the general impression of Saundatti being the 
centre for dedicating girls, it was noted during this study that 
Saundatti, rather the Yellammana Gudda, which is four k.m. from 
Saundatti Town, has ceased to be the predominant and sole dedi- 


cation centre. 


It was found that dedications were being made at almost all 
Yellamma Temples, Hanuman temples, and other temples of minor 
gods and goddesses. 


Dedications at Saundatti had declined for two reasons; 


1. The fame of Saundatti as a dedication centre makes it 
difficult for the ceremony because of the pressure of 
the law enforcement agencies. 


2. The cost of the entire family of the girl going to 
Saundatti has become prohibitive. 


When interviewed, families which practise the Devadasi Sys- 
tem said that going to Saundatti for a dedication these days 
depended on the money they had for expenses. Expenses at 
Saundatti had also gone up because the priests demanded huge 
sums of money to sanctify the ‘‘five pearls’’, explaining that they 
had to pay bribes to the police. PIN PY 1 
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Thus going to Saundatti has now become a hazardous affair, — 
though it is still prestigious to be dedicated there because of the 
sanctity attached to the ceremony conducted at Saundatti, as well 
as the cost involved. 


But, though the Yellammana Gudda temple authorities denied 
flatly that dedications are being made there, the study team found 
that the possibilities of dedications being made at the temple 
were rather high. 


The study team was told by knowledgeable sources that de- 
dications could be arranged through contacts known to priests 
if the priests were convinced of the bonafides of those who 
approached them with requests for dedications and if large enough 
sums of money were offered. The going rate for a dedication in 
Saundatti is Rs. 4,000 to 5,000. 


But in Saundatti Taluk itself-which consists of over 100 
villages, the system does not seem to be rampant as in the other 
taluks of Belgaum District—notably Ramdurg. 


A few, about six Devadasis, of whom a couple are practising 
ones and including a girl who was _ initiated a few months ago, 
live in the Scheduled Caste ghetto of Saundatti, which by and 
large is free of the system though the town has commercial — 
prostitution. 


The nearest centre to Saundatti, where Devadasi System is 
Practised actively is Ugargol, in the lee of Yellamma hill. 


The reason for the absence of large-scale Devadasi incidence 
in and around Saundatti is that about two decades ago the 
Scheduled Caste youth led a campaign against the system. They 
Stopped many dedications and got the girls married. Also a social 
boycott launched by them against families practising Devadas 
System produced results. | 


Saundatti is a trading town whose economy, however, is mainly 
boosted by the influx of devotees to the temple. The town has 
grown in the recent years mainly because of the commissioning of 
the Ghataprabha Lift Irrigation Scheme. 
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5 B. Incidence in Ramdurg Taluk 


In Ramdurg Taluk of Belgaum District, which consists of 102 
villages and a population of over one lakh, the practice seems to 
be entrenched and widespread. Expert estimates put the figure of 
Devadasi prostitutes in the taluk at over 300 with more joining 
their ranks every year. 


The number of new entrants to the profession in the taluk is 
put at over 100 a year with most of them migrating to urban 
centres like Belgaum, Bijapur, Bombay etc. 


A sample study in Gonnagara, a village 10 k.m. away from 
Ramdurg revealed that of the 19 families in the Harijan colony of 
the village, 11 families had practising Devadasis. The Harijans in 
the village number 140 out of the total population of 1,742 
according to the 1981 census. The 1971 census had fixed the 
village population at 1,233. According to a teacher who worked 
as a census enumerator during the 1981 census, the 11 Devadasis 
had declared themselves as ‘‘Devadasi’’ in the answer blank of 
the census questionnarie. 


Two other girls also Devadasis, have left the village. One 
has gone to Bombay, whereas the other is in Ramdurg Town. The 
leader of the community and a panchayat member said that the last 
dedication occured in the village three months ago (the ceremony 
took place in Saundatti). However, according to him, during the 
last six to eight years, dedications have markedly declined in the 
village. 


For some of the Devadasis of Gonnagara prostitution is not the 
only means of income. For these women, who charge Rs.3/- to 
5/- per customer, Sunday, the shandy day at Ramdurg Town, is the 
busiest day in the week. They go to the town, pick up customers 
and return home, where the men are entertained. On this day, 
they make anything between Rs. 10/- and 20/-. 


On the other days, some of the Devadasis work in the fields as 
labourers or in the houses of farmers as helpers or assist the males 
of their community in collecting fire-wood which they sell in 
Surebana, a big village nearby. 


The main source of sustenance for the Harijan families here 
is the four-acre unproductive spread they have been given by a 
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local chieftain long ago in return for their traditional services like 
conveying the news of death and beating of drums on occasions 
of death. 


The study team found that the other villages in the taluk where 
the system is largely practised are; Lingdala, Idigal, Sangala, 
Ghataknoor, Surebana, Auradi, etc., (Note: Case histories and 
bio-data regarding the Devadasis interviewed in Gonnagara are 
listed at the end). 


5 C. Nipani (Belgaum District): 


Nipani is one of the main points in transit in the girl traffic 
pipeline to Bombay. An industrial town of sorts with some to: 
bacco factories, Nipani is the main tobacco trading centre on 
either side of the Karnataka-Maharashtra border. It has a working 
class population of over 25,000 of whom a majority are women. 
Of these women, a large number come from Untouchable Castes. 
One of the main centres of export of girls from Karnataka to the 
Bombay market, the town has about 800 prostitutes of whom 
about 200 are Devadasis. These women work in the tobacco 
yards in the day and sell themselves in the night to supplement 
their income. They are paid Rs. 5/- a day for working in the 
tobacco yards which is what they charge per customer in the night. 
Thus their average earning are about Rs. 10/- a day. 


5 D. Athani (Belgaum District): 


Again one of the major centres of transit for the girl. traffic 
to Bombay, Athani, a taluk headquarters is a prosperous trading 
town and forms one side of the TJerada/ - Mangsooli- Athani 
triangle, famous for prostitutes. 


With 30,000 population, Athani has a 5,000 strong Harijan 
community organised into about 500 families. 


According to a spokesman of the educated section of the Hari- 
jan community of the town, 98 per cent of the families practised 
prostitution. Each family has upto three girls in the trade, which 
figure brings the total number of Harijan prostitutes in Athani 
Town to nearly 1.000. Even if the prostitutes from other commu- 
nities like Nayaks, Gollars and Muslims are not included, Athanj 
has, thus, one of the highest prostitute: Population ratio. 
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The phenomenally high concentration of prostitution in Athani 
can be traced to a combination of the following factors: 


a. Migration of Harijan prostitutes to the town from neigh- 
bouring villages in view of the social ostracism the system 
has attracted within the community in villages in the recent 
past and prospects of more income in the town.’ 


b. The development of the town as the main conduit of girl 
export to Bombay in view of its proximity to Maharashtra. 


c. The fame and popularity of Athani girls for their good 
looks and physique in the flesh trade circles. 


_d. The development of the town as a main trading centre 
dealing in turmeric, jowar, etc. 


e. The high degree of unemployment among Harijan menfolk, 
who do not have land and whose youngsters, though many 
are educated, have not been able to secure jobs. 


Is the Devadasi system responsible for the burgeoning of 
prostitution in the town? 


According to the Harijans’ spokesmen, the Devadasi System 
is on the decline but sheer commercial prostituiton is on the 
increase. Dedications go on, they say, but the ceremony had 
always been just an excuse for commercial prostitution and now 
prostitution was going on without even bothering to provide it- 
self with religious or any other sanction. 


The dedications still go on at Mugalkod, Mangsooli, Kokat- 
noor, Terdal Kudchi and villages near Athani itself like Shankarahatti, 


Tharoor, etc. 


Mangsooli, meaning ‘prostitute of Mang community’ seems to 
be a major centre of dedications. 


According to community leaders in the Athani area, women 
who go to Bombay and return rich, induced fresh girls to go to 


Bombay. 


While prospects of making easy money lured the girls into pro- 
stitution, prospects of earning money without having to work made 
families to force the girls into prostitution, they said. 
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5 E. Shankarahatti : 


This village has a population of 2,500 with a Harijan population 
of 500 divided into 50 families. There are about 2 Devadasis 
living in the village, of whom 10-12 are quite young. Eight to 
ten Devadasis are dedicated every year. There is also a temple in 
the Harijan colony which is a major centre of dedications, besides 
the one in Tharoor nearby. 


In fact, the temp!e is so popular that dedications are done here, 
rather than in Saundatti. The village temple's popularity can be 
judged by the gold ornaments - all offerings from devotees to the 
deity - running into over 100 tolas of gold besides silver ornaments 
all worth a few lakhs of rupees. 


There are nearly 1,000 sarees in the temple - also offerings from — 
devotees. These sarees, tied up in bundles and hung from the 
Ceiling of the temple, are also evidence of the temple‘s popularity. 
(Case histories of the village can be found at the end). 


5 F. Bijapur — District and City : 


In this district, one comes across the phenomenon of Devadasi 


System in all the taluks. Part of the ‘Devadasi belt’ the district has 
a border with Maharashtra. 


The main towns of the district — Jamkhandi, Mudhol, Sindgi, 
Indi, Bagalkot, Bagewadi, Rabkavi- Ranhatti etc., have an abnor- 
mally high concentration of prostitutes compared to, say, the towns 
in the Old Mysore districts. 


Some of the bigger villages in the district, like Bableshwar, 
Tikota, Mungooli. Hunnoor, Kalebag, Tegali, Chikbarmer, Kamatgi, 
Kanoli, Moratgi, Haunsnoor and Nidgundi are known concentration 
of prostitutes - Devadasis or otherwise. 


In Atharga, which has a population of about 1,500, the Harijan 
section consists of about 250 people, divided into about 30 and 


odd families of whom a sizeable number practise Devadasi prosti- 
tution. 3 


The study team came across a latest case of initiation into 
Devadasi system at Kallahalli in Jamkhandi Taluk. In this case, a 
girl of about 17 or 18 years was made a Devadasi with the pomp 
and ceremony that goes with it, a few months ago. | 
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‘The cause for Devadasi prostitution in Bijapur District is 
obvious. Poverty rages in the district which, though it has five 
rivers, suffers from a perennial drought. 


Bijapur, which has a population of over a lakh, has over 1,200 
prostitutes, most of whom come from Outside the town, from 
villages nearby. The capital of the Adilshahi Kingdom, Bijapur 
has been famous for its prostitutes throughout the ages. Many of 
the city’s prostitutes are, in keeping with the city’s cultural and 
religious ethos, Muslims. 


Among the respondents interviewed by the team, one woman, 
obviously a Devadasi, refused to admit that she was one. Initially 
talkative, she refused to answer any questions after she was asked 
if she was a Devadasi. Another woman, aged about 22 years, 
admitted that she was a Devadasi. From Tikota, the girl said she 
had been dedicated when she was about 10 years old. The cere- 
mony was performed at Tikota. 


Tikota, which has a Hanuman temple, is one of the major 
centres of dedication in the district. Every year, in the first week 
of April a festival takes place at Tikota, wherein girls are said to 
be dedicated. The study team passed through Tikota while the 
festival was on. 


Haunsnoor in the district is famous for its Devadasis and 
ordinary prostitutes who are recruited to the numerous drama 
groupes of north Karnataka. The town has been the traditional 
supplier of girls to these drama troupes and companies from Gadag 
and Haveri etc., who also prefer these women to their own local 
talent. (Case histories from Bijapur can be found at the end). 


INSTITUTIONAL MEASURES, 
SOCIAL WORK AND THEIR EFFECTS 


All institutional measures and social reform movements to con- 
tain the Devadasi phenomenon seem to have failed except in a Stray 
Case or two. 


Not even officials, let alone the ordinary public, seem to be 
aware of the Devadasi System Abolition Act. Besides officials 
who were vaguely aware of the Act expressed ignorance of the 
rampant Devadasi practice in these areas. While the guardians 
of law, aware of this practice have kept mum and allowed the 
trade to flourish. Untill very recently, there had never been a 
Strict application of the law. The guardians of the law as well as 
society seem to have accepted it as an unavoidable evil. 


Social work in the direction of eradicating the system has been 
done, but that too has failed to pay dividends because of the lack 
of institutional support and for want of publicity. 


G.G. ‘Kaka Saheb‘ Karkhanis, a revered Gandhian, who has done 
immense service to the Untouchable Caste, opened three institutions 
in Bijapur for the Harijan community. One was the “Harijan Kanya 
Mandir‘ - a hostel for Harijan women: ‘Harijan Girls High Schoo}’ 
and the third ‘Harijan Boys‘ Hostel’. ‘Kaka’ had to close all the three 
establishments run by him in 1972 for want of funds and flack of 
Government support. 


The institutions fun by ‘Kaka’ educated many a Harijan girl 
including Devadasi girls~one of whom went on to become a 
member of the Karnatak University Syndicate. 


Today, ‘Kaka’ who is 91 years old, is a bitter man. He bristles 
if anyone talks about prostitution among Hari jans. ‘‘What about the 
other communities?” he asks. ‘’Prostitution is there in all comm. 
unities," he insists. Unhappy with the Government's lack of 
support to the institutions run by him and the continuance of the 
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Devadasi system among Harijans, he says, ‘‘Government 
apathetic. " 3 


A retired teacher, of Halyal, 10 km from Athani seems to have 
succeeded where others have failed. In his village there are no 
Devadasis. Social ostracism and sometimes force did the trick, he 
says. 


He feels that the Devadasi System is leaving the villages and 
slowly being shorn of its religious garb, .is moving into the cities 
on purely commercial lines. 


“The Devadasi System is pure prostitution and nothing else,“ 
is his contention. 


Another teacher of Athani has also done much work in this 
regard. The teacher, who tried to organise the youth of the 
community, also belongs to the Untouchable Caste, was beaten up 
severely as far back as in 1958 when he tried to organise 
Ambedkar Jayanti in the Harijan ghetto of Athani. The teacher and 
another Harijan youth have continued to make efforts to organise 
the community's youth but without much success. Many a time 
they have had to risk their lives, the risk coming from the people 
of the community itself. The youngster ran the risk of getting 
killed a year or so ago when he led another campaign against the 
prostitution in the community. 


The three men say that education plus jobs can help to 
eradicate the system. 


The young social worker says children of their community 
should be separated from their families and educated in a resi- 
dential school to cut the base of the system. 


A teacher of Gonnagara is another man who has done work 
in this direction. 


The teacher has tried, with limited success, to bring about 
consiousness in the Scheduled Castes of his village. However, he 
had to admit defeat in his efforts recently when one of his ‘‘ very 
intelligent’‘ student, a Scheduled Caste girl of about 14, was 
made a Devadasi against his pleading. 
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The work of the youth among the Harijan community in 
Saundatti has already been enumerated. 


The authorities of the Yellammana Gudda themselves seem to 
have launched a campaign to stop dedications at the temple which 
is thronged by devotees from all sections of society, all through 
the year, bringing in a massive revenue, as it will get an in- 
famous reputation. 


Hearing of cases of agents from Bombay coming to the hill 
to recruit newly - dedicated girls for the Bombay brothels, the 
authorities laid a trap and caught a few men. Prosecution is. on. 


FINAL REMARKS 


~ 


cere AER EEE TS SS TR 
Devadasi System, this study found, is nothing but prostitution 
practised under the garb of religion. 


The system is perpetuated by economic reasons, among Others. 
The Devadasi belt which is the strip including the border districts 
of Karnataka and Maharashtra are chronic drought-prone regions 
neglected for centuries and even under successive Governments 
after Independence. Though the region does not lack for water 
sources like rivers which are not in an insignificant number, the 
neglect of the region by the Governments can be said to be 
main reason for the chronic drought and the resulting poverty. 


Harijans, who do not possess land as a rule, are at the 
mercy of the other castes and work as farm labour but employment 
for them is available for only 3.4 months a year. Whatever 
income they earn during this period is not enough and hence 
their women have to sell themselves to make a living. 


Grinding poverty and the dazzling prospects of more income 
and full belly’s meal make a strange combination of two factors 
that make parents sell their daughters, wives leave their husbands, 
husbands send their wives to urban agglomerations to earn. 


But while shear economic reasons lead to prostitution, the 
causes for this ritual - bound prostitution are that :- 


a) The upper castes have directly or indirectly influenced 
the establishment of an order of prostitutes who are 
licenced, that is who get religious protection. 


b) The setting up of such an order gets them (the. upper 
castes) access to low caste women. 


c) The setting up of such a system of prostitution can 
destroy the lower castes’ sense of self-respect in a society 
where woman is given a special status - a symbolic pedes- 
tal status. | 
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While on the other hand women get themselves initiated as 
Devadasis : 


a) Besides serving as a licence for prostitution with religious 
sanction, it also gives them a feeling that what they are 
doing is in service of the Goddess Yellamma. 


b) Thus they do not bear any social stigma, as by becoming 
Devadasis they are accepted by other castes. 


c) The children of these women do not face identity problem 
within their closed circle, as they take the name of the. 
mother only. 


d) The demeaning nature of their profession attains a certain 
respectability as these women are called upon to be 
present during auspicious functions in homes of the higher 
castes. 


While asserting that the Devadasi System is still alive and that 
dedications of girls to deities are still being made, the study points 
out that there is a stage when the religious prostitution blends 
into commercial prostitution, yet the women concerned retain 
their identity as Devadasis only. 


The reasons for dedications still continuing, while these women 
ultimately end up functioning like any ordinary prostitute are: 


1. Dedication gives them some sort of justification for the 
practice. They feel that whatever they indulge in, is in the 
service of the goddess. Thus there is no social stigma. 


2. Literacy fevel among the Devadasis is practically zero, Thus 
they are more gullible to what anyone tells them and are 
thereby exploited by the upper-castes to suit their own ends. 


3. Poverty is another factor which helps in increasing the Deva- 
dasi clan. 


4. Socially Devadasis enjoy better positions than the other 
women of their community. Their presence during any 
auspicious function is a must even in upper caste homes. Thus 
these women are termed as ‘ good omen ‘. 
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5. Fear of retribution from the goddess and tacit encouragement 
by the upper castes. 


The quite evident difference between Devadasi System and 
unalloyed prostitution emerges if we compare the conditions 
in Ramdurg on one hand and Athani and Bijapur on the other. 
While Athani and Bijapur indicate the changing trend of traaitional 
prostitution becoming urban commercial prostitution, in Ramdurg 
the system has not grown out of its traditional Devadasi moorings. 


In many cases, the study found that a girl had been dedicated 
simply because her mother had been a Devadasi. 


A historical analysis might show that the British may have 
consciously encouraged the growth of the system by their policy 
of founding cantonments which involved a prostitutes’ colony 
nearby. Evidence in support of such an observation can be found 
in ‘Race, Sex and Class Under the Raj’ by Kenneth Ballhatchet 
(Weidenfield and Nicholson). 


The cantonments at Poona and at Belgaum-the Bogar Base- 
provided the city-ward impetus to the system which was a rural- 
oriented one. The case of Bombay as the destination point for 
Devadasis is because of its phenomenal industrial growth which 
involved a massive infusion of labour force from rural areas 
and the backbreaking hours of work before labour movement 
developed in the late 20’s, gave rise to the need for a massive 
exodus of prostitutes from villages to the city to satisfy the sex- 
ual needs of the industrial labour who suffered a double-depriva- 
tion-alienation from their surroundings and the separation from 
their womenfolk whom they left behind in the villages. 


The Children of Devadasis: 


The offspring of Devadasis are facing a problem in the recent 
years-that of a boycott in the marriage market. 


As consciousness of the humiliation the system involves is 
sinking into the Harijan community, there is also a newly risen 
resolve not to marry into Devadasi families. The boycott is a 
recent phenomenon which was not to be found a few years ago 


Also, with the increasing trend in Harijan families to educate 
their children, the school-going children of Devadasis are faced 
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with a crisis of identity. They enter ‘Basvi‘ in the slot meant to 
enter the father’s name in the school application forms. This 
has made them objects of curiosity among other children, and 
sometimes humiliation: 


However, there are many cases of the children of a Devadasi 
by a patron who is married and his children from wedlock studying 
together. A teacher quotes instances of both sets of children 
being fast friends. 


HEALTH:: 


The study has not touched upon the subject of the health of 
the Devadasis because of certain constraints involved and because 
such a study can only be made by certified medical practitioners. 
However, the study team will make certain remarks on the issue 
which are its considered opinion : 


1. Most of the Devadasis look prematurely old, as. much as at 
least 10 years than their actual age, apparently due to the 
rigours involved in their profession. | 


2. Quite a few of them may have been victims of veneral 
diseases but the incidence may not have been as high as 
it is among the urban prostitutes. 


3. Quite a few of them seem to be using herbal medicines 
for various purposes including as anti-VD medicine and 
as Contraceptives and the native medicines seem to have 

served them well. | 


What is the answer to the problem ? 


The primary purpose of this preliminary study is to find out 
whether the Devadasi System is in existence in the areas we visited. 
A further depth study is needed to point out specific steps to deal 
with the causes, the existances and consequences of the system. 
However, certain general observations can be made in this regard: 


The study points to the inter-play of several factors-social, 
cultural, and economic. A comprehensive attack on the problem is, 
therefore necessary. Infact, this action has to be part of an action 
for fundamental! transformation of the socio-economic system. 
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Young Devadasis and dedicated children 
with Suniti Pungliya. 
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More immediately, redistribution of land in favour of the 
weakest sections of society, in particular, the Scheduled castes, 
and the provision of adequate agricultural inputs must be taken 
up by the government seriously, without delay. Simultaneously, the 
people must be provided job opportunities andthe minimum wages 
must be strictly enforced. However, these economic programmes 
Act will be ineffective and the people will continue to be exploited 
unless aprogramme of social education and community organis- 
ation is initiated both by the government and social organisati- 
ons. Training cum productive centres for women (in crafts, etc) 
are of special importance. Increasing awareness among the 


women and skill formation are perhaps the most effective way to 
combat this system. 


Areas which deserve in-depth study and some efforts towards 
improving the situation of the Devadasis can be listed as Ramdurg 
Taluk and Athani Taluk and town, according to this study. 


CASE HISTORIES-CASES FROM 
YELLAMMANAGUDDA, SAUNDATTI 


Beer AG By ister, 


The three women were begging in the courtyard of the Yella- 
mma temple when the study team came across them. All of them 
were over 30(the actual age cannot be determined because they do 
not know their age anda guess cannot be hazarded in view of 
the havoc that their profession plays with their health). 


A is from a village of Nipani. She does not know at what 
age she was dedicated. When she came of age she was thrust 
into the profession. She has no children and age and ill-health 
had forced her out of prostitution and into begging. 


B is from a village near Sirsangi. She was dedicated because 
she developed ‘Jat’. Asked if it was because she had not kept her 
hair clean she contradicted us and said it was a sign of the 
mother’s (Yellamma) call to serve her. She insisted she has not 
done anything else other than begging to earn a livelihood. 


C is from a village near Nargund. Married, she has left her 
husband and family and has tied pearls in her neck to become a 
jogti. Asked why she had become a Devadasi at such compara- 
tively young age, she had no answer, except that the mother had 
Called. 


Cases from Gonnagara in Ramdurg Taluk of Belgaum Dt. 


1. A 


Aged about 40 years, ‘A’ was dedicated at Yellammana gudda 
when she was about six years old. Her mother, B is also a 
Devadasi She has two daughters andason. The eldest daughter 
has been married away. The younger daughter is about eight 
years old and is studying and so is her son about 12 years old. 
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‘A’, an apparently intelligent woman, has made the most of 
her profession. She owns a Janata house and has got some 
jewelry. Her married daughter and son-in-law live with her. 
She does not work in the field now but continues entertaining 
customers in her house. She keeps her house absolutely clean and 
is by nature a strong-willed woman. 


Though ‘A‘ did not give the impression of being ashamed of 
her profession it is apparent that she has found the system humi- 
liating and degrading. She does not want her younger daughter 
to be dedicated and she has married her elder daughter off. She 
wants her two younger children to study. A talented singer, she 
claims she is ready to leave the profession of prostitution if an 
alternative avenue of income i.e,, a job is available. If she does 
not entertain men, she says, whatever the family can earn other- 
wise would not be enough to feed the mouths in the family. 


About her customers, ‘A’ said they were mostly farmers from 
nearby villages, mostly Gonnagara. She brings them home or they 
come to her house. She drinks quite often as a liquor shack is a 


few yards from her house; it is also the place where she picks up 
her cusfomers. 


* 


Aged 60 years, ‘B’ is the mother of ‘A’ andis a Devadasi 
herself. She was dedicated at a very young age herself and she 
dedicated ‘A‘ also at a very young age. She said she had 
dedicated her daughter because she had no son. 


aS 


Aged about 35 years, ‘C’ was dedicated when she was very 
young. Her mother and grandmother were also Devadasis. She 
has a daughter and a very young son. The daughter is married. 


‘C‘ has to work in the fields to make two ends meet. She is 
no longer young and hence her clientele has dwindled. She would 
not answer other questions and was quite uncommunicative as she 
suspected the nature of the interview. However, she said she was 


prepared to quit the profession if an alternative offered itself. 
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4. D 


Thirty five years old, ‘D’ was initiated when she was 4-5 
years old. She claimed that she was dedicated because there were 
no male issues in the family. Her mother was not a Devadasi. 


Dark and attractive, ‘D’ has a regular patron, a 65 year old 
man. She has ason of about six years who is studying. ‘D‘ gets 
other customers other than her regular one. On Sundays, she goes 


to Ramdurg town to pick up customers. She was not very commu- 
nicative as she suspected that the interviewers were from the 
police. 
Gro E 


She is 20 years old. She was dedicated when she was very 
young. Her three sisters are Devadasis and one of them, is in 
Foras Road, Bombay. 


She has four brothers and she was not dedicated because the 
family had no male heirs, but her family wanted her to be a Deva- 
dasi, as it is a matter of status. Two of her sisters are in Ramdurg 
town. “‘It is a matter of status to be a Devadasi‘’ During the 
Holi, and ‘Okali‘ festivals we are cynosure of all eyes. All men of 
_ the viliage come to ogle us. The give us sarees and blouse pieces‘, 
was her explanation. 


6. F 


About 25 years old ‘F’ was dedicated when she w?s about 
six years old. She has two brothers, and two sisters, both of 
them also Devadasis. 


‘F’ says she was dedicated because her family ‘‘had some under- 
standing with a farmer’s family for whom they used to labour’. 
This apparently means that the head or one of the men of the 
farmer's family took a fancy to ‘F’ and offered to meet the cost 
of her dedication in return for his rights as a patron. 


She works in the fields from morning till sundown, She has 
to do whatever she is asked to do and she is paid Rs, 2/ for her 
whole days work. She has to sell herself to make two ends 
meet. She has no children. 


39 
7. G 


The youngest of Gonnagara Devadasis who live in the Harijan 
ghetto is only 15 years old. She has studied upto /th standard, 
in the school in Gonnagara. 


She was initiated three years ago, despite the protests and 
pleading of the elders of the community. Her grandmother refused 
to allow her grand-daughter to speak, saying that ‘’my grand- 
daughter is like a son and my only hope for existence’’. 


‘G’ said she would leave the profession if an alternative, a job, 
was Offered to her. 


Comment on the cases on Gonnagara: 


Almost all the Devadasis in Gonnagara are highly religious. 
Most of them go to the Yellammana gudda regularly. 


They were not very communicative because they thought the 
study team was from ‘the police. They spoke only after the team’s 
local contacts and the members of the study team themselves man- 
aged to infuse some confidence in them. 


Many of the Devadasis of Gonnagara have to work in the fields 
and collect firewood to make a living. For them, prostitution is 
another source of income. Most of them are educating their 
children and none of them expressed their wish that their daughters 
should become Devadasis. All of them offered to change their 
lives if they were offered an alternative and their sincerity in this 
regard seemed quite believable. 


A Case History From Nipani In Belgaum District. 


A very attractive girl, ‘A’ 19 years old was initiated at Saundatti 
at the age of six. She was dedicated because she developed a 
‘Jat’ which was “‘call from the mother.” She has her mother, two 
brothers and asister. She has a one-year- old son. Her paramour 
abandoned her after the birth of a son, after living with her for a 
year. 

She works in a tobacco curing factory where she gets a daily 
wage of Rs.5/-. Though she didnot admit it, she entertains men 
in the night, to make two ends meet. She expressed the wish that 
her son should be educated. She would quit the profession ifa 
more attractive alternative was offered. 
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When the study team members were putting questions to her 
through an interpreter (‘A’ speaks only Marathi), one of her aunts 
intervened angrily. When A‘ was asked what she did to make two 
ends meet as her five rupees a day income inthe factory was. not 
enough, the aunt interjected to say that ‘‘You know what we do 
for supplementing income. She does exactly that. What is wrong 
in that? | have done the same thing all my life and nothing has 
happened to me.’’ She was apparently afraid that we were trying 
to entice ‘A’ out of the profession. 


In the vicinity of ‘A‘s house hundreds of Devadasis like herself 
live. Prostitution seemed to to be pervasive and an accepted 
and inevitable way of life. 


_ Though there are plenty of, cases, the study team could: not 
interview more Devadasis, because Nipani was in the grip of Rasta 
Roko Agitation. The town was tense, hence the team did not 
want to take chances. 84i : | | 


_. . Cases from Shankarahatti in Athani Taluk of 
Belgam District : 
BA « | 
Forty five years old ‘A’ was made a Devadasi when she was 12 
years old. She was dedicated at Saundatti. She was dedicated 
because the family hadno son. She visits Saundatti once a year 


on the occasion of ‘‘Rande Hunnime’. Because of her age, now 
she has taken to begging. | 


2; 6 


About 35 years old, ’B‘ cannot remember when she was initia- 
ted into the Devadasi system. She works in. the fields in the day 
for Rs. 4/- and in the night she entertains customers. She has 
no children. ‘ | 


Fifty five years old, ‘C’ was dedicated at a very early age 
‘because my family had no sons.’’ She has three daughters, all 
married and four sons, the youngest of whom is doing his M.A. in 
Karnataka University, Dharwar. Her grown-up sons look after her. 


4. D 


Dedicated at a young age because ‘‘the family had no sons", 


said thirty five year old ‘D’. She has two sons who are studying. — 
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She works in the fields for Rs. 4/— a day ‘‘which is not enough so 
there is no other go except to se this business. * 


5. OE 


Thirty-five,, years old ‘E‘ has children who are studying in 
school. She is willing to learn any other skilled work whereby she 
can earn a more respectable and better livelihood and whereby her 
children could be educated comfortably. 


Comments on the cases at Shankarahatti : 


Shankarahatti has about 16 Devadasis. a few of them quite 
young. The younger .Devadasis were not allowed to meet us or 
they were shy. ) 


An interesting comment the Shankarahatti Devadasis made_ is 
that very few people or nobody at all goes these days to Saundatti 
for dedicating agirl. The dedications are done wherever a ‘Jaga‘ 
a small image of Yellamma, is kept.. At Shankarahatti itself. many 
girls had been dedicated where the Jaga is keptin the Harijan 
ghetto. Many of the practising Devadasis are in Athani, as social 
ostracism in the community itself is becoming stronger. 


Quite a fewgirls have been dedicated in the recent past and 
the modus operandi to evade the social ban is to get the girl 
ie pregnant and then challenge the elders to marry her away, they can. 


Case Histories from Bijapur City : 


_ This girl is from a small village on Indi Road. Hardly 18, she 
works in a brothel! off the Gol Gumbaz road. 


Dedicated at the age of six, the girl was sent to Bijapur about 
eight months ago, by her parents. Back home, she used to work 
on fields. Asked why she was dedicated’ ‘A’ replied with a shrug: 


- “'To send me to this brothel.‘ She said there were many more 


girls in her village who had been dedicated. She had been dedi- 

cated at Tikota. COMMUNITY HEALTH CELL 
326, V Main, | Glock 
Koramenagela 
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What does she think of her profession? ‘A’, says: . ‘‘Some men 
are good; some are bad. . But since they pay for . what. they get! 
cannot complain about them’’. Her pimp, a youngster of hardly 19, 
beats her and four other girls of the brothel and does not give 
them much money to send home. 


Does she believe that she was made a Devadasi because 
goddess Yellamma wanted it that way Or because her parents want 
to make easy money? 


The reference to the goddess terrifies her. She is quick to say 
that Yellamma is a kindhearted mother who does not wish her 
children ill. But she had been dedicated and it was convenient 
for her parents to send he: to a city brothel. 


What happens if she bears children? ‘‘l will send them to 
school,’’ she said. Will she change her profession if a job is 
offered to her? ‘‘Who will give me a job, the only thing | know 
is to please men.‘’ : 


2. B 


Twenty-two years old, ‘B’ is from a village near Desayarahatti 
on the Athani-Bijapur road. She was dedicated at Saundatti when 
she was hardly an infant. She was dedicated because her mother 
who lost a child in childbirth before ‘B‘ was born and had taken a 
- vow that she would dedicate to Yellamma the next child, if the child 
happened to be female. 


‘B’ lives in a most filthy locality of Bijapur, which also happens 
to be one of the redlight areas of the city. She shares her hut 
with two other prostitutes. She has a son who lives with her 
parents back in the village. isd i? *HOVW Sor ‘269 


Asked if she wanted to change her lifestyle, she answered in 
the affirmative. Asked if she will educate her son, she saw no 
possibility of educating him, as back home there was no’ school 
and anyway he had to look after buffaloes of the family. And she 
did not want him to come to Bijapur because she did not want him 
to know what his mother did for a living. 
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